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Abstract
This paper examines the development of a national identity in Wales
throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, beginning with the effects of
the French Revolution and ending with the aftermath of the First World War. Using
cultural theories such as Anderson’s “Imagined Communities” and Hobsawm and
Ranger’s “Imagined Traditions,” this paper pays special attention to the Celtic
traditions and myths that Welsh leaders utilized to cultivate a sense of nationalism and
foster a political identity that gained prominence in the nineteenth century. This
nationalism will also be presented in the context of cultural changes that Wales faced
during this time, especially industrialization and Romanticism. This paper also
analyzes specific policies sought by Welsh leaders, both political and religious, such
as wider enfranchisement of the population, land reform to benefit the working class,
and the disestablishment of the Anglican Church in Wales. An examination of the
influences of the Welsh language, legends, and cultural institutions demonstrates how
Welsh political leaders gained more influence throughout Britain, especially in the
case of David Lloyd George in the early twentieth century. Lloyd George’s
ascendancy is followed by an examination of how the First World War impacted the
national identity of the Welsh people, with special focus placed on the life and works
of Ellis Evans, a poet killed in the war who has subsequently come to represent the
Welsh experience of the First World War. This paper emphasizes how Welsh leaders
relied on literary, religious, and linguistic traditions to intentionally cultivate a new
national identity for the Welsh people as a response to the cultural shifts of the
nineteenth century.

Introduction
At a time when Scotland perennially threatens to sever ties with the United
Kingdom and Northern Ireland draws closer to the Republic, Wales alone seems to
pose no threat to the continuation of Great Britain. Though independence-seeking
groups such as Plaid Cymru retain influence, the Welsh people appear predominantly
content, or at least resigned, with a future tied to England regardless of what might
occur elsewhere in the country. However, this acceptance of political unity should not
be mistaken for political complacency. A national fervor exists in Wales, just as it
exists in Ireland and Scotland. Though more closely bound to England, the Welsh
people embrace their existence as a distinct nation of men and women sharing a
unique heritage, culture, and language. They are, as they have been for centuries, the
Cymry (countrymen), separate from the English even if the rest of the world too
rarely acknowledges the difference. This national spirit, however, is no new
phenomenon. It arose, as did countless other nationalist movements throughout
Europe, during the years preceding the 19th century, growing in influence in the
following decades. The forging of a unique national identity eventually culminated in
the ascendancy in 1916 of David Lloyd George as Prime Minister of the United
Kingdom in, the first and only Welshman to reach such a position. From the time of
the French Revolution to the First World War, the Cymry of Wales forged a
politically potent national identity that, though neither sovereign nor independent,
empowered them to assert themselves as a distinct culture worthy of respect.
To understand the progress of nationalism in Wales during the 19th century,
one must examine the narrative utilized to tell the history of the Welsh people, for
nationalism did not arise as a historical inevitability. Anderson asserts that the nation
as understood in the 19th century did not arise spontaneously; rather, “it is an
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imagined political community – and imagined as both inherently limited and
sovereign.”1 He certainly does not originate this idea, and he cites both Renan and
Gellner as two of many scholars who articulated the cultivated nature of the nation.
However, Anderson disputes the antagonism many of his predecessors hold towards
the nation as a community, arguing that they are “so anxious to show that nationalism
masquerades under false pretences that [they assimilate] ‘invention’ to ‘fabrication’
and ‘falsity,’ rather than to ‘imagining’ and ‘creation’.”2 For Anderson, that the nation
is a constructed idea fails to weaken its importance as a unifying force. All
communities are in some way invented, so he concerns himself primarily with the
question of how nationalism captured its extreme influence during the 19th and 20th
centuries. Hobsawm and Ranger would later echo this sentiment in their discussions
of “invented traditions,” defined in their likewise named book as, “a set of practices,
normally governed by overtly or tacitly accepted rules and of a ritual or symbolic
nature, which seek to inculcate certain values and norms of behaviour by repetition,
which automatically implies continuity with the past.”3 These traditions empower
members of communities to form stronger bonds and eventually forge a national
identity differentiating themselves from members of other communities. Utilizing the
framework provided by these scholars, the nation arises as a political force due to the
promulgation of traditions, practices, and narratives chosen (whether consciously or
unconsciously) by members of communities to be the central features by which they
define themselves.
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Wales throughout the 19th century certainly serves as an example of how this
process might cultivate a national sentiment and loyalty. It was a land that both
embraced the newfound technologies of industrialization and clung to practices and
traditions that pre-dated the arrival of the Romans on Britain’s shores. They both
sought to reform British society and to emphasize the cultural differences between the
Welsh and English peoples. Wales was, in short, a land precariously balanced
between the approaching future and the receding past, its people unsure of their place
in the world. To forge a new future as a politically distinct nation, the Cymry looked
first towards a carefully crafted version of their past. Bards, druids, and
revolutionaries such as Owain Glyndwr became national heroes, and the widespread
fascination with linguistics and ethnography led Welsh antiquarians to bind their
national history as closely as possible to Celtic traditions and narratives. To
differentiate themselves from the English, prominent Welsh leaders connected
supposed “Welshness” to notions such as radically egalitarian politics, pacifism, and
religious Nonconformity, regardless of whether or not such characteristics could
accurately define their fellow Cymry. Though the goal for which many Welsh
nationalists fought, Welsh independence and sovereignty, was never achieved, their
efforts did establish Wales as a distinct nation with a culture worth valuing and a
language worth preserving.
Wales Prior to the French Revolution
At the turn of the 19th century, the British government undertook a census of
the population of England and Wales; the findings indicated that the population of
Wales and Monmouthshire (sometimes included in measurements and other statistics)
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made up one-fifteenth of the total population (586,634 people).4 Even with the
inclusion of what is more accurately an English county, Wales makes up a tiny
portion of the British population. This is, of course, reasonable given its geographic
size. At its longest, Wales ranges 135 miles from its southern to northern coasts
(comparable to the US state of New Jersey).5 Throughout its history, this
geographically diminutive region had played crucial roles in the development of
Britain, but by the 19th century, Wales was “an economically and socially backward
part of Great Britain which was overwhelmingly rural, sparsely populated and without
a centre.”6 The people there worked predominantly as farmers and shepherds, many
merely subsisting in isolated villages spread throughout the mountain ranges and
dense forests. Their isolation was only compounded by the social degradation of the
past centuries.
Ever since the conquest of Wales on the part of the Normans beginning in the
years following William the Conqueror’s invasion of Britain, the old Celtic identity of
the British tribes had been in conflict with English culture and governance, and
typically the English proved victorious. By the 18th century, “the native legal system
was abolished, the bardic system atrophied, the old language was outlawed from
administration, and, although the official classes such as the gentry and professional
tradesmen still spoke Welsh, their attitudes became anglicised.”7 Such disintegration
of culture and tradition only became exacerbated by the economic differences
permeating the land. What few Welsh gentry that existed (Englishmen owned most of
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the property throughout Wales) increasingly sought to be viewed as English, even
avoiding teaching their children Welsh “lest it should spoil their English accent for
the rest of their lives.”8 The common Welsh people (or gwerin as they were so
named) certainly continued to speak Welsh, but this differentiation between the elites
and the commoners emphasized the belief that Welsh no longer belonged in a
civilized Wales. The English argued that Welsh “was a grotesquely ugly guttural
tongue, still spoken everywhere as a patois, but lacking any kind of status.”9 London
became the center of the gentrified Welsh with money, thus leaving a majority of the
Welsh to the far-flung regions where they sought to scrape a living from fields and
flocks. The English government would later comment on this isolation near the mid19th century, arguing that the average Welshman “jealously shrinks from holding any
communion with classes either superior to, or different from, himself.”10 The Welsh
were perceived as backward and primitive, removed from the beacons of civilization
and culture that were English towns and governance.
That disregard for the language by the gentry and upper-classes in Wales only
made worse their division from average workers. For several centuries, the Welsh
aristocracy had sought to eliminate the use of the language as a way to appease the
English and increase their status. John Rhys, the first professor of Celtic at Oxford
University, wrote that “we find evidence of a desire on the part of many Welshmen to
get rid of the language…this was the attitude, doubtless, of the bulk of the educated
and well-to-do classes.”11 Though this zeal for Anglicization receded by the 19th
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century, the upper classes of Wales were still removed from their people through their
minimal grasp of their own language. Celtic revivalists “observed a gradual decline in
the grasp that Welsh literati had of the traditional culture, its symbols, language,
grammar.”12 At the turn of the 19th century, the Welsh people found themselves
fiercely divided along economic and linguistic lines at a time when such divisions
were guaranteed to cause tension and a fertile opportunity for change.
However, the 18th century had seen a revival of interest in the Welsh language,
aided by fierce growth in Welsh publications. For example, Morgan notes that “by the
later eighteenth century the number of grammar books and dictionaries increased,” a
growth in publications that also aided the codification of the Welsh language, thereby
reducing differences among regions of the nation.13 As the need on the part of the
Welsh upper-class to squelch their native identity decreased, the language itself
thrived with revived vigor. No longer was it the tongue of backwoods indigents only
several generations removed from barbarism. Rather, Welsh resurged as the language
of a distinct and vibrant community. As it would throughout the 19th century,
religious radicalism and Dissent contributed to this enthusiasm surrounding the Welsh
language. Alongside traditional religious and political tracts, “the popularity of
Methodism (as yet within the Established Church) and the development of rational
Dissent in some areas of Wales furnished new networks of distribution.”14 In
Anderson’s evaluation of European nationalism, he emphasizes the crucial role that
print-languages played in the formation of national consciousness throughout the
continent. The Welsh, like other communities, formed closer bonds with those who
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read these publications, and “these fellow-readers, to whom they were connected
through print, formed, in their secular particular, visible invisibility, the embryo of the
national imagined community.”15 Through these publications, the Welsh people began
to fashion for themselves a new national identity to differentiate themselves from the
English.
However, these initial signs of Welsh national consciousness slowed
drastically upon the outbreak of revolution in France. Across the English Channel, the
French people arose against the monarchy, engaging in a bloody and chaotic
revolution that quickly horrified English sensibilities. Even liberals in Britain, many
initially supportive of what they saw as an egalitarian uprising promising a future of
justice and freedom for the French people, turned against the violent excesses of the
revolution. In Wales, general opinion progressed in a similar fashion. Welsh
newspapers and journals “were often suspected by the authorities of being vehicles
for covert propagation of radical views,” and these suspicions were “certainly not
without substance” at times.16 Much of this suspicion arose because of riots and
disturbances throughout Wales during the time of the French Revolution, disturbances
caused by food shortages and increased impoverishment among the working class. In
Chester in 1796, for example, corn and grain shortages led to protests. Imagine, for a
moment, the perception of the English upon such an occasion. Here are working class
citizens driven to violence because they cannot afford to feed themselves at the same
time that similar riots across the English Channel brought about the execution of the
French monarchs. Even to those individuals sympathetic with the sufferings of the
working class, such a situation appeared dangerous. With this in mind, the Chester
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Chronicle published anonymous letters from a “Flintshire Magistrate” to Prime
Minister Pitt asking that he either double the wages of the workers or artificially
maintain the price of grain and corn so that they could actually buy bread, calling for
the Prime Minister to “avert dreaded consequences, and strike at the root of the
existing evil, and that cannot be detrimental to any description of men.”17 Such
publications both demonstrate the willingness on the part of the Welsh to work with
the English government (Pitt’s administration is not a villain but perhaps rather a
potential savior) and the early forms of egalitarianism and class concerns that would
often come to define Welsh nationalism throughout the 19th century.
The necessity to profess loyalty to Great Britain and the crown especially
arose following the Fishguard Incident of 1797 when French forces landed on the
Pembrokeshire coast in Wales. Though Löffler recognizes the incident as “a more
pathetic than tragic affair,” at the time “it induced private panic.”18 French soldiers
had landed in Britain itself, and they had landed in a region perceived to never be
completely loyal to the crown. The English genuinely feared that the Welsh would
choose to aid the French in an effort to secure better economic status for themselves.
They need not have worried. According to Iolo Morganwg, “Breeches, peticoats,
shirts, shifts, sheets (for some received the news in bed) have been most wofully
defiled in south Wales…I hope that you will have the goodness to compassionate our
unfortunate wash-women.”19 Nevertheless, fear turned to anger on the part of the
Welsh in Pembrokeshire, and one poet recounts how the common folk rose up with
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“their scythes and their pitchforks” to beat back the French invasion.20 Nevertheless,
the Welsh continued to feel the need to prove their loyalty to king and country, and
the conception of Wales as a unique community justified in seeking nationhood,
though having arisen in the 18th century, did not resurge again until later in the 19th
century. When almanacs such as the Britanus Merlins Liberatus wrote that the Welsh
would “assist out of love of [their] country, towards securing [their] safety,” they
wrote in the context of Britain being the country of all Welsh people, not Wales
itself.21 Within several decades, however, this would no longer be the case.
Nationalistic Trends Within Wales
Before examining the primary factors that facilitated the rise of Welsh
nationalism, the invented nature of nationalism should again be emphasized. Though
Morgan argues that “a sense of nationality is as old as the Welsh themselves,” the
simple truth is that Welsh nationalism, in similar fashion to nationalisms throughout
Europe, did not exist prior to the mid-18th century at the earliest.22 At no point during
Wales’ past had the disparate British tribes united under a single banner (unless one
believes in the mythical reign of King Arthur). Even “Wales” as a location was
simply a term constructed by the Saxons. Gwynedd existed, as did Powys and Dyfed
and the other Welsh kingdoms that became counties under English governance. Wales
instead arose as a construction to help unify the Welsh people. However, Anderson’s
assertion that the invented nature of nations does not detract from their influence or
importance should be remembered.23 Wales arose as an invented concept just as
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Germany and Italy would later arise as invented concepts. What defines Welsh
nationalism involves the influences that brought about its influence and the way that
such influence would be wielded by the Welsh people to further their political goals
throughout the 19th century.
Of course, historians have not always perceived the development of Welsh
nationalism in this manner. One of the earliest voices to give credibility to the study
of the Celtic peoples of Great Britain and Ireland was Matthew Arnold, though he
maintained that the public conception of the Welsh people truly did arise from
inherent ethnic characteristics. In contrast to what he saw as the stoic and Teutonic
English, “Sentiment, is, however, the word which marks where the Celtic races really
touch and are one…an organisation quick to feel impressions, and feeling them very
strongly; a lively personality therefore, keenly sensitive to joy and to sorrow; this is
the main point.”24 To modern sensibilities, this description too closely approaches
ethnic prejudice, even if cloaked in a positive evaluation of the contributions made to
Britain by its Celtic people. Condescending perhaps best encapsulates Arnold’s view;
however, he was not alone in his evaluations of the Welsh and other Celtic tribes. The
Welsh scholar John Rhys, though seeking to avoid stereotypes and caricatures,
conceded that “we should perhaps be safe in assuming that the Welsh…participate in
this greater impulsiveness and liveliness of imagination.”25 Rather than embrace the
invented nature of this conception of Welshness, a construction used by those with
power to fashion a national identity, early scholars of Welsh nationalism articulated
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the notion that the Welsh are inherently jovial, colorful, emotional, and radical in their
approach to politics and religion.
Romanticism
In the defense of scholars such as Arnold, on many occasions the Welsh
people did little to alleviate these stereotypes. Romanticism thrived in Wales longer
than in England, lasting among many writers even until the First World War, and the
sentimentality and fascination with the mythic that scholars often used to define the
Welsh did indeed pervade much of their writings. For example, the poet and
antiquarian John Ceirog Hughes embraced emotionalism when he wrote “Passing
with the passing years/Ancient customs change and flow;/Fraught with doom of joy
or tears,/Generations come and go./Out of tears’ and tempests’ reach/Alun Mabon
sleeps secure;--/Still lives on the ancient speech,/Still the ancient song’s endure.”26
Arnold can thus perhaps be forgiven for assuming that the average Welsh individual
“is the more down because it is so his nature to be up – to be sociable, hospitable,
eloquent, admired, figuring away brilliantly. He loves bright colours, he easily
becomes audacious, overcrowing, full of fanfaronade.”27 It must be remembered,
however, that this conception of the Welsh national identity was not, as Arnold
suggests, an inherent characteristic of that people. Rather, it arose consciously on the
part of those best positioned to influence the course of Welsh nationhood as a
narrative around which the Welsh people could coalesce and find unity. Historians
such as Evan Evans and William Owen Pughe, and zealous antiquarians such as
Edward Williams, strove to associate the Welsh people with the fiery spirit of the
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ancient Celts with their bards and druids and mythic warriors such as King Arthur.28
Where history failed to provide a basis for this fledgling nationalism, they turned to
invention and their own mythmaking, and such efforts resulted in the Welsh being
tied to ethnic conceptions of sentimentality and turbulent emotion, conceptions only
encouraged by the spread of Romanticism throughout the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries.
By the mid-1800s, Welsh nationalism forced itself against the British
consciousness in a way unforeseen even half a century before. Several factors brought
this cultural revolution about, one of the earliest being the spread and influence of
Romanticism at the turn of the 1800s, an influence that lasted in Wales even into the
early 20th century. Though Wales had for centuries been ignored politically, “Wales
was imagined: as a picturesque landscape of disparate mountains, rivers and valleys
peopled by natives endowed with an exotic language and literary culture.”29
Industrialization would later mar some of the natural beauty of Wales, but it also
fueled the fires of Romanticism and the hunger for a nationalistic past intentionally
crafted by those concerned with history.30 Wales, though as influenced and altered by
industrialization as England (and in many ways even more so), represented a land
unspoiled by human touch, a land that captivated the likes of Wordsworth, Coleridge,
and Cowper, as well as Welsh romantics such as Evan Evans. After all, it was in
Wales that Wordsworth would claim that “these waters, rolling from their mountain
streams/With a sweet inland murmur.—Once again/Do I behold these steep and lofty
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cliffs/Which on a wild secluded scene impress/Thoughts of a more deep seclusion.”31
Wales was the wilderness of imagination, a fertile land of myth and legend even in
the 19th century. Welsh poets began to awaken to their subsequent responsibilities,
understanding that “to ponder a nation’s poetic past is to sharpen one’s awareness of
its political past.”32 Suddenly, and for the first time in centuries, Wales possessed a
political past worth examining, and Welsh Romanticism began to forge a national
consciousness that would shape the Cymry’s future throughout the 19th century. Here
again is seen the invented nature of nationalism, especially as influenced by
Romanticism. As Smith notes, “the past to which nationalists aspire is mythical: it
exists only in the minds of nationalists and their followers.”33 The imagined vision of
Wales as a land untouched by industry, though entirely false, came to define Wales in
the early 19th century and embolden its populace.
Romanticism throughout Britain also inspired culturally-minded Welsh
gentry, initially based in London, to fight for the preservation of Welsh culture and its
language. From the second half of the 18th century onward, a group of Welsh
antiquarians in London began to promote the preservation of ancient Welsh writings
and practices, as well as the expansion of cultural events. To these individuals, the
degradation of Wales’ past was abhorrent. The poet Felicia Heman, whose works
regarding the plight of the Cymry were condensed in A Selection of Welsh Melodies
in 1822, wrote in “The Ruins of Denbigh Castle” that “yet not the dirge, that soft and
slow,/Murmurs the plaintive tale of woe;/Not to lament these tw’rs decay’d,/Their
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glory low, forgotten laid.”34 Like many Romantics, Welsh writers turned towards the
distant past to invent a narrative of a Wales free to flourish apart from English
dominance and persecution. The prominent Welsh poet Ieuan Fardd wrote in the late
18th century of a similar grief, viewing ruins of the great chieftain Ifor Hael’s hall and
declaring that “There’s no more genius there,/No bards or boards of joy;/No gold
within its walls,/No mail, no generous giver.”35 To the poets of Wales, the ruins of the
old fortresses and halls of their forbearers that inspired Romantics to create mythic
and legendary poetry also acted as constant reminders of a past that seemed to have
long since slipped away, a past involving a unified and sovereign Wales that never
truly existed. The narrative stuck, however. Once the Cymry ruled as proud lords and
princes of their own kingdoms; now they faced subjection to English overlords whose
actions suppressed them both economically and culturally.
Among the London-based antiquarians who resurrected interest in Welsh
history and laid the foundation for Welsh nationalism throughout the 19th century,
none remains as influential and controversial as Edward Williams, who adopted the
bardic name Iolo Morganwg. Morganwg, who in addition to being a stonemason also
“worked as a lime-burner, a bookseller, a grocer, a collector and copier of
manuscripts, and a surveyor of agricultural practices,” rose to prominence at a time
when interest in the Celtic past of Britain, Ireland, and elsewhere throughout Europe
reached unprecedented levels of enthusiasm.36 Morganwg seized upon this
enthusiasm and began promoting bardic and druidic orders in London among his
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friends. These orders gained prominence and eventually spread back to Wales itself
where they remained popular throughout the 19th century. A lifetime addict to opium,
it seems that Morganwg genuinely “believed that he and his friend Edward Evan were
the last surviving members of the order of bards, and that the time had come to open
the arcane secrets.”37 To this end, Morganwg and his compatriots sought to compile
ancient Celtic texts from Britain and make them available to the public, most
famously condensed in the Myvyrian Archaiology, edited by Morganwg, Owen Jones,
and William Owen Pughe. The enthusiasm for the writings fueled the fervor
surrounding Celtic studies at this time in Britain, and the fact that Morganwg had
forged many of the poems included in the text before claiming them to be ancient
works did little to silence his supporters.38
Such was the enthusiasm that in 1808 Edward Jones published the Musical
and Poetical Relicks of the Welsh Bards for the Prince of Wales in which he claimed
that from “the poetical and musical compositions which time has spared, we are
enabled to produce unquestionable evidence…since there is no living nation that can
produce works of so remote antiquity, and at the same time of such unimpeached
authority as the Welsh.”39 Nevertheless, Morganwg continued to leave the most
enduring impact on Welsh nationalism at the turn of the 19th century when he helped
form the Gorsedd of Bards, a druidic order that came to include prominent Welshmen
from all across Britain. Here again, Morganwg demonstrated his skill for invention,
for his “druidic theology bore a strong resemblance to his own Unitarianism, and with
it was mixed with a good deal of pacifism…his purposes were to make the common
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people support their language…to make them know their own history through song,
and to achieve a moral religion without denominational squabbles.”40 Here again is
seen Anderson’s assertion that language plays a fundamental role in the formation of
the nation; Morganwg understood that to achieve a national consciousness for the
Welsh, they would have to appreciate their language and heritage that set them apart
from the English.
The Eisteddfod
Beyond The Myvyrian Archaiology and the formation of the Gorsedd of
Bards, Iolo Morganwg and his antiquarian compatriots also contributed to the
popularity of the Eisteddfod throughout Wales. Very much a cultural festival, it acted
as “a meeting for competition in Welsh poetry and prose, and in music, both vocal
and instrumental.”41 Though such assemblies proved difficult to organize during the
French Revolution given legislation against the formation of large events, following
the Napoleonic Wars the Eisteddfod returned as the primary preserver of Welsh
culture and heritage. Local eisteddfods existed throughout Wales and even England,
and these competitions culminated in the existence of the National Eisteddfod of
Wales. Morganwg and other antiquarians began to tie their Gorsedd of Bards to the
structure of the National Eisteddfod, and by 1819 the Gorsedd acted as the
organizational body of the National Eisteddfod on an annual basis. The partnerships
between the bardic orders and the eisteddfods “created a tremendous interest in
history (genuine and mythical) amongst the Welsh,” and Morganwg even “first
envisaged the Gorsedd as something which would incorporate the eisteddfod
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competitions, and turn them into something far more permanent than mere ad hoc
competitions, part of a larger whole, a national institution.”42 Though the earliest
eisteddfodau could be traced back to the 12th century and the practice had persisted
through local competitions throughout the centuries, in the late 18th and early 19th
centuries the eisteddfodau arose to a newfound prominence. Morganwg even sought
to associate them even further back with the druids of pre-Roman Britain, cloaking
the whole assembly in mythological import that captivated the public attention.
More than a simple literary competition, the eisteddfods of Wales, and
especially the National Eisteddfod, help bring together the Cymry in locations where
their heritages were valued and respected. Rhys would write at the end of the 19th
century that the Eisteddfod “continues to encourage Welsh literature, prose and
verse…It is not a union of learned or famous men like the French Academy, or even
like the British Association, but a thoroughly popular assembly representing the rank
and file of the Welsh people.”43 This association with the “rank and file” transformed
the Eisteddfod into the cultural institution envisioned by Morganwg, a place where
people of all walks of life could gather in fellowship. As the 19th century progressed
and a distinct Welsh nationalism appeared, the Eisteddfod acted as unifier of the
disparate classes of Wales and “could not fail to tend in manifold ways to smooth the
dealings between the farmers and those dependent on them with the members of the
land-owning class.”44 Certainly those who gathered at these eisteddfods could not
agree on all matters of politics or religion, but there they were unified in their
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existence as Cymry, countrymen and women bound together through mythic and
invented notions of a past where druids governed the brightest minds and sweetest
tongues of ancient Europe. There is little to support the notion that the Eisteddfod as it
existed under the auspices of the antiquarians resembled any event of such mythic
proportions, but the Eisteddfod nevertheless preserved and strengthened Welsh
cultural consciousness and made it possible for a new nationalism to grow in strength
during the 19th century. Blyn-Ladrew demonstrates that “Welsh traditional culture
was now threatened by more pragmatic issues such as industrialization, religious
condemnation, assimilation to English culture, and language loss, although revivalists
secured a safe niche for a re-created Welsh culture in the eisteddfod.”45 Morganwg
and the other antiquarians had succeeded in their quest to establish a sanctuary for the
budding Welsh nationalism.
Even today, to walk throughout the grounds of the Welsh National Eisteddfod
is (to borrow from Welsh mythology) to bathe in a cauldron of cultural creativity that,
though based on invented traditions and a mythic rather than historical past, permits
Welsh nationhood to thrive against all challenges. Though now the Eisteddfod hosts
punk-rock bands, Guinness ale-trucks, and scientific exhibitions that would have
amazed the antiquarians, their influences continue to harken back to that invented past
of the Welsh people. Gorsedd bards, druids, and ovates walk around in blue, white,
and green robes in a way that manages to avoid the caricatures of Renaissance festival
costumes. Even for one who cannot understand Welsh, sitting among a cramped
crowd of a thousand people as they all sing “Land of My Fathers” conjures up tales
from The Mabinogion or the revolts of Owain Glyndwr. Men and women from all
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stations of life gather together to watch the Gorsedd drape purple robes over the
victorious poet as the Arch-Druid awards him or her the Bardic Chair. The whole
event captivates the visitor, especially given that many of the rituals occur just as they
did during the early 19th century, invented traditions that for over two centuries have
bound and unified the Welsh people as one nation. It is, as the antiquarians envisioned
it, “a national cultural institution for Wales, a kind of supporters’ club for the
language, literature and history of the Welsh.”46 Just as it did during the 19th century,
the Eisteddfod invokes the Romantic mythology of Wales, fashioning a past around
which the nationalism of the people could be forged while the world changed all
about them.
Industrialization and its Effects
During the 19th century, the world certainly did change all about the Welsh
people. Romanticism and the efforts of the antiquarians laid the foundation for a
national consciousness, and the cultural changes wrought by industrialization
transformed that consciousness into an economic and political power unforeseen in
Wales for centuries. First of all, industrialization brought about an unprecedented
increase in population, so much that by the end of the 19th century the population of
Wales had more than tripled since the previous century.47 Most of this growth took
place in the south with cities like Merthyr Tydfil.48 Agricultural innovations meant
that the diet of the Welsh people improved at the turn of the 19th century, and this
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resulted in larger families in which fewer children died young.49 This meant that an
increasing amount of working-class Welsh people filled the nation, a newly
empowered people inventing a new consciousness that distinguished them from their
English neighbors. Morgan even asserts that “if there was one outstanding cradle of
the Welsh national revival, it can be found not in the agrarian hinterland, so beloved
of many apostles of ‘peasant culture’, but amid the blast furnaces and winding-shafts
of the working-class metropolis of Merthyr Tydfil.”50 Though the idealized vision of
Welsh farmers in the rugged mountains of Snowdonia would come to define the
public conception of the people, industrialization brought about a centralization of the
Welsh people in urban areas that emboldened and made more potent the burgeoning
national consciousness.
Industrialization also acted as a sustainer and strengthener of the Welsh
language itself. In contrast to the gentry who too often abandoned the Welsh
language, industrial workers in the quarries and mines became fertile ground, so much
that “the Welsh slate quarries naturalized the relationship between the activities of
slate-quarrying and speaking Welsh, indirectly making themselves the ideal
replacements in the nationalist imagery for a vanishing Welsh-speaking ‘peasantry’ as
Volkisch exponents of the Welsh nation.”51 If language is integral to the preservation
of a culture, then the working-class of Wales embraced their role as the bulwark
against complete Anglicization. Brooks, in his examination of what caused Welsh
nationalism to stall short of complete independence, acknowledges (with a
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particularly apt reference to Celtic mythology) that “industry was a cauldron of
rebirth for the Welsh language…the south Wales coalfield brimmed with immigrants
from rural Wales, the age of the population was very low, the marriage rate
exceptionally high, and the birth rate the highest in Britain.”52 For the Welsh laborers,
to speak their own language connected them to the national past of their people as
distinct from their English neighbors.
The Cymry even went so far as to argue that their identity as Welsh made
them more productive in the quarries and mines. In the vein of the Romantic
movement, workers maintained that “Welsh is the language of the land and the
quarries, and Welsh is what the rocks, and the sheep who browse our slopes, have
learned. The English thought that there was a way to work our quarries…in English,
and do twice as much of everything.53 Outside of the quarries themselves, the Welsh
language was preserved in the public houses that arose during industrialization as
centers of leisure and relaxation. Here, the laborers both preserved their culture and
gathered in what would become the forerunners to labor organizations and politicallycharged alliances.54 This unity could not have occurred prior to industrialization and
the subsequent growth of urban centers throughout Wales, and whether true or not,
the Welsh prided themselves on being more productive than the English, asserting
their cultural pride with what they considered the language of the rocks and the sheep
and reforming their status as a people with each blow of the pickaxe and hammer.
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However, not all historians acknowledge the urbanization of Wales as a
sustainable promoter of Welsh nationalism. Brooks maintains that while Welsh
proletarians advanced the cause of their language and nationhood, this enthusiasm
was not matched by the Welsh gentry and industrialized middle-class. He criticizes
the dependence on the coalfields, arguing that “opportunities for an indigenous
bourgeoisie to develop were more limited than they would have been in a more
balanced economy.”55 The concentration of the Welsh economy in mines and
quarries, often owned and managed by Englishmen rather than the Welsh, meant that
the individual Cymry still remained estranged from the progress brought about
industrialization. Industrial changes and a progression towards a less agricultural
economy did empower the Welsh people economically and politically to an extent not
previously seen, but “marginalised by capital, and later by labour, the Welsh became
marginalised in ethnic terms as well.”56 Very few of the Welsh owned the mines and
quarries; rather, they provided the labor without prospering from the profits. To the
English owners and managers, the Welsh thus seemed to remain a primitive people
inhibited by a backwards language. This marginalization led to frustration and distrust
on the part of the laborers that would occasionally erupt in protests and violence.
Nevertheless, industrialization did lead to increased population and economic strength
throughout Wales that made it possible for the people to fashion a national identity for
political influence.
However, industrialization in Wales, just as occurred with industrialization
throughout the rest of the world, did not arise without complications for the Welsh
people. Economic growth occurred, but so too did environmental degradation. In their
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analysis of the effects of copper mines on the South Wales landscape, Newell and
Watts found that “not only did the pollution contribute to the destruction of the
natural beauty of the land surrounding copper works to create ‘a volcanic appearance
(Webb, 1812), but it also affected the productivity of nearby agricultural land.”57 An
increasing number of Cymry moved southward to begin new lives in the mines and
other industries, but this migration also created a myth associated with Romanticism
that the true Wales was one of unmarred mountains and valleys where noble farmers
diligently tended the soil or grazed their sheep. The reality, of course, was that
agricultural life was as difficult as it had always been, a challenging, exhausting life
devoid of the Romantic mythos. Nevertheless, “as the Welsh became more and more
industrialized, so they came to cherish the image of the Welshman as a sturdy tough
hillman, free as mountain air.”58 Like the druids and bardic ceremonies of the
Eisteddfod, the Welsh invented an identity for themselves, a national character
associated with a Romanticized agricultural past rather than their industrialized
present that actually empowered them to form that national consciousness.
This longing for an agricultural past presents itself most profoundly in
literature such as Richard Llewellyn’s novel How Green Was My Valley. Published in
1939, the novel traces the youth of Huw Morgan in South Wales during the 19th
century. Morgan’s father and brothers all work in the mine there, and often he details
the contrast between the valley in which he was raised and the pits from the mines.
For example, he details how on one occasion when he went walking with his minister,
“the river ran sweet as ever, happy in the sun, but as soon as it meet the darkness
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between the sloping walls of slag it seemed to take fright and go spiritless, smooth,
black, without movement.”59 This contrast between the beauty of the valley and the
ramifications of industrialization pervades the novel, instilling it with a sense of
constant anxiety that culminates in the deaths of young Morgan’s father and brothers
due to accidents in the mines. For all the positive change wrought in Wales by
industrialization, it left a legacy of a tarnished landscape and degraded land that
persists to this very day. Nevertheless, industrialization aided in the formation of the
Welsh national consciousness, and without it nationalism would not likely have
endured.
Nonconformity and Dissent in Wales
Perhaps the strongest force that forged the national identity in Wales was the
prevalence of Nonconformist religion among the people. Celtic Christianity in Britain
had long operated differently from the Roman Catholic Church, and religious
traditions in Wales as they related to the Anglican church in the 19th century existed
in a similar fashion. Due to the popularity of Methodist revivals, “the great majority
(after 1811) were Nonconformists, and by 1843 or so they had become ‘Dissenting,’
in a more positive sense than they are to-day.”60 The prevalence of Methodism
continued throughout the nineteenth century in Wales; though Baptist and
Congregationalist sects, among other Nonconformists, arose in Wales, they never
matched the enthusiasm and growth of Methodism, led as it was by influential
proponents such as Griffith Jones, Howell Harris, and Daniel Rowlands.61 Early on,
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this religious Nonconformity existed predominantly among the working class. The
gentry had for so long sought to be accepted by the English that their Anglicization
reached even religion. Farmers and miners made up the ranks of the Nonconformists
and Dissenters while the Anglican churches provided a measure of increased
respectability to the gentry. Over time, however, Nonconformity would spread even
to the gentry, so much that “the religious census of 1851 showed beyond question that
almost four-fifths of those attending places of worship in Wales were to be found in
the chapels, rather than in the Anglican church.”62 However, the initial nature of
Nonconformity within Wales, though it came to define the nation, was one devoid of
nationalist intent. Brooks notes that “nonconformity offered a ‘universal’ take on
existence too: the appeal of heaven was universal…it was of lesser importance what
language was spoken in chapels.”63 At the beginning of the 19th century, Welsh
Nonconformists largely resembled their English counterparts; they desired the same
rights for religious dissenters as did religious minorities all throughout Britain.
Nevertheless, religious Nonconformity came to define the Welsh people as a
national entity, and scholars from disparate disciplines have all acknowledged its
profound impact on the shaping of the Welsh national identity. Rhys notes that though
“[Nonconformity] was no doubt a religious revival…it was a good deal more than
that. It was, in fact, the birth of a people.”64 Even the ardently conservative Morgan, a
Welshman who nevertheless condemns most aspects of Welsh nationalism,
acknowledges that Nonconformity fundamentally defined his people. In contrast to
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the narrowly ecclesiastical religion of the 18th century, Morgan admits that
Nonconformity in the 19th century “built up a sectarian religion for the Welsh that
represented the character of the race, a form of religion that was in accord with the
spirit of the race, that afforded a scope for the genius so peculiar to the race – its
mysticism, its idealism, and its imaginativeness.”65 Nonconformity spread all
throughout Wales, from the northern mountains to the southern coalfields, and its
sparked a national consciousness unified in radical and often dissenting religion. It
should come as no shock that by 1891 Prime Minister Gladstone would declare that
“the nonconformists of Wales are the people of Wales.”66 Though certainly an
exaggeration, Gladstone understood the influence of Nonconformity among the
Welsh people.
Within Nonconformity, the average Welsh citizens found for the first time a
means by which they could express themselves politically and help dictate the course
of their communities. One way that farmers and miners accomplished this was by
gathering together in a religious gathering known as the Seiet, a society where
religious and literary discussions could be held exclusively in Welsh (thus also
preserving the language at the root of their national identity). This Seiet, “composing
every church member, is, in a word, a miniature democracy, with the power residing
in the elders and the other communicants, and not in the minister, whose presence,
though usual, is not essential to the workings of the system.”67 It is right that Rhys
should use the term democracy, for these gatherings did collectively make decisions
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regarding smaller communities. Not only this, but expressions of Nonconformity such
as the Seiet arose from the support for a community deeply involved in the politics of
the day, especially among the many Methodist sects throughout Wales. Morgan, again
reluctant to endorse his people’s nationalistic tendencies, praises Nonconformity by
acknowledging that “public as well as personal virtues were inculcated, and political
reform was regarded as a moral obligation. Its fundamental idea of a community was
founded upon equality of treatment and of opportunity for every man and every form
of faith.”68 Here among their own people, bound together in common goals and
commitments, the Cymry experienced a taste of tangible liberty and selfdetermination, and that taste awakened a hunger for even more influence within the
British political system.
One of the earliest ways that the Welsh expressed this newfound desire for
political influence appeared in the form of passionate support for the abolition of the
slave trade at the turn of the 19th century. Even after Britain had abolished the slave
trade, the Welsh continued to advocate for abolition throughout the world. Williams
notes that “the anti-slavery movement can be seen to have offered the leaders of
Welsh opinion a context in which they could imagine themselves to be at the heart of
a global political struggle.”69 He also details the popularity of Welsh translations of
Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin, such that by the midst of the 19th
century, the public conception of the Welsh identity derived from a perceived drive
for abolition and other radical politics.70 This is not to say that all Welsh people
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opposed slavery or worked towards its ending; the industries of Wales certainly
prospered from cheap materials produced in slave colonies, as did industries all
throughout Britain. Nevertheless, prominent Welsh leaders emphasized their nation’s
active role in opposing slavery throughout the world during the 19th century,
oftentimes drawing connections between the sufferings of Africans at the hands of
European slave traders and the plight of the Welsh at the hands of the English. This is
not to say that the Welsh experience was comparable to the horrors experienced in the
slave trade, but only that the Welsh conception of identity as a distinct ethnic minority
not given its proper respect by more powerful groups enabled concerns over the need
for abolition to define that conception of identity.
In addition to widespread opposition to slavery, the Welsh people also came to
associate themselves with other forms of radical politics. Many of the Welsh led
efforts that resulted in labor reforms and the eventual disestablishment of the
workhouses that had for so long been unwittingly used to perpetuate a vicious cycle
of urban poverty, efforts arising from “a desire to do right by the poor, to treat them
with dignity and to retain the common ties of humanity.”71 Though not all Welsh
people were radical, or even liberal for that matter, radical political movements and
Liberalism in general found fertile ground in the quarries and mines of Wales,
emboldened by the economic and political strength arising from industrialization.
Some Welsh leaders such as John Frost and Ernest Jones, drawing on both the
socialist ideas of Robert Owen and the Marxist thought gaining prominence in the
19th century, viewed radical politics as the means by which the cause of the proletariat
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(so often associated with the gwerin of Wales) might be advanced.72 However,
Liberalism remained the leading political force in Wales throughout the 19th century,
fiercely tied to the Nonconformity of the people as adopted for their national identity.
So closely were religion and politics tied that “a Welsh Nonconformist who is a
Conservative in politics is considered by his co-religionists a traitor to his sect, and
almost a traitor to his country.”73 As the 19th century progressed, the Welsh people
fashioned a national identity bound to their perceived existence as a Celtic people
engaged in Nonconformist religion and radical politics.
The Progression of Welsh Nationalism Throughout the Nineteenth Century
Conflict in Wales in the Early Nineteenth Century
On occasion, this propensity for radical politics conflicted with the temperance
and pacifism promoted by Nonconformist religion. In the autumn of 1800, several
radical Welshmen led a riot that prevented the transportation of grain to the English
military forces in Merthyr Tydfil; three of these men, ironworkers from the local
factory, were summarily executed as a way to quell any further uprisings.74 The
executions did succeed in preventing disturbances and riots for a time, but tensions
between the industrial workers and the gentry in Wales erupted once more in Merthyr
Tydfil in 1831. In that year, workers who had long demanded better wages and
improved working conditions marched throughout Merthyr, essentially laying siege to
the town. Hernon notes that “some estimates put the total crowd as high as 10,000.
They included ironworkers, colliers, women, children, and curious bystanders and
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they massed around their red flag.”75 The British military soon arrived and quelled the
rebellion, resulting in “the martyrdom of Dic Penderyn,” a 24-year-old industrial
worker hanged on charges of having stabbed a soldier with a bayonet (a charge that
has since been disproven).76 Throughout the rest of the century, the people of Merthyr
Tydfil referenced the uprising as a defining moment of their history and cultural
identity, as did many other industrial towns in the surrounding areas, many of which
had contributed workers to the initial protests.
At the end of the 1830s, another prominent riot took place in southern Wales,
this time in Newport in 1839 when 22 Chartist protestors were killed by the military
while attempting to free their comrades from imprisonment.77 Though the Chartist
movement did not originate in Wales, nor was it exclusive to the Welsh people, they
nevertheless saw such a democratic and egalitarian movement as synonymous with
their own national spirit that had begun to arise. When Chartists spoke of
constitutions and republican governments, “such fiery talk found ready ears amongst
working men who toiled underground while their well-fed masters enjoyed the fruits
of their labour.”78 If there was to be a movement for a written constitution that
respected the rights of the citizens, Welsh political leaders argued that they would
stand among those fighting for such ideals. Though the Newport Rising occurred in
southern Wales, the movement spread all throughout the nation, “a rough coalition of
the dispossessed extending from rural Llanidloes in Montgomeryshire to the mines
and ironworks of Gwent.”79 Though the Chartist movement would eventually fade
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without success, it nevertheless demonstrated the willingness on the part of many
Welsh people to engage in radical, and occasionally violent, protests arising from
their political and religious identity.
During the 1830s and 1840s, workers throughout the Welsh countryside also
engaged in protests that came to be known as the Rebecca Riots (due to the fact that
most of the men dressed as women). Though not an organized movement in the vein
of Chartism, the Rebecca Riots nevertheless impacted Welsh politics and society.
Between 1839 and 1843 alone, over five hundred attacks took place in southwest
Wales, most directed against toll-gates that workers viewed as abusive and unjust.80
The Rebecca Riots, like Chartism, introduced a degree of class more akin to the
Marxist politics of Welsh socialists than the Liberal politics of the Nonconformists,
but widespread support for the goals of the riots led to the “politicising of the chapels”
to an even greater extent.81 Eventually the riots would fade away from prominence,
but these radical and oftentimes violent measures taken by the Welsh people to
achieve political gains left lasting legacies that would dramatically influence the
development of Welsh nationalism throughout the rest of the 19th century.
The Betrayal of the Blue Books
These riots and uprisings raised anxieties throughout Britain, and in 1847
William Williams, a Welsh MP suggested that a study be taken examining the nature
of education throughout Wales. This suggestion arose from “the concern of the
growing hold of Dissent and Nonconformity over the common people, the lack of
provision for education in Wales and the growth of political unrest over the previous
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decades.”82 It is worth acknowledging that the subsequent commission did not arise
from some inherently prejudiced targeting of the Welsh people. Given its still largely
rural status, Wales justifiably caused concerns regarding its education and social
standing. However, the conclusions drawn by the commission exceeded any survey
suggested by Williams. The Reports of the Commissioners of Inquiry into the State of
Education in Wales was unforgiving and unreserved. The commissioners concluded
that for a Welshman, “equally in his new as in his hold home, his language keeps him
under the hatches, being one in which he can neither acquire nor communicate the
necessary information. It is a language of old-fashioned agriculture, of theology, and
of simple rustic life, while all the world about him is English.”83 The commissioners
even maintained that drunkenness, violence, and sexual promiscuity pervaded Welsh
society, and they that the best policy to pursue would be the discouragement of
Welsh. Only then, they concluded, could the barbaric and primitive Welshman be
permitted to evolve like his orderly and mature English brethren.
As is to be expected of a document that describes the Welsh people as either
“rude and primitive agriculturists, living poorly and thinly scattered; on the other,
smelters and miners, wantoning in plenty, and congregated in the densest
accumulations,” the Reports invoked a furious response from the Welsh people.84
More than at any previous point in the 19th century, and perhaps more than at any
point in their history, the Welsh people found themselves unified in the defense of
their national identity. They came to describe the Reports as the “Brad y Llyfrau
Gleision,” or the “Treachery of the Blue Books,” a title referencing a mythic incident
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in which the Anglo-Saxons betrayed the Brythonic king Vortigern.85 Here again is an
example of how Welsh nationalism depended on an invented past, for Vortigern likely
never existed. Nevertheless, framing the Reports in this fashion allowed Welsh
political and religious leaders to frame them as an attack on the Welsh people by the
English, another assault in a long line of oppression. Suddenly, individual politics
seemed to no longer matter; rather, “Welsh nationalism and Welsh nonconformity
were now united in a crusade for national self-respect.”86 Welsh leaders
acknowledged that their people faced deficiencies in education, but those deficiencies
were shared among rural English, Scottish, and Irish communities and were in no way
exclusive to Wales. To call for improved education throughout Wales was one thing
(and was a call made by the Welsh themselves for decades), but to denigrate their
language and national identity became abhorrent.
It should come as no shock that the suggestion for the Welsh to abandon their
language as a means of cultural progression disgusted the entire nation. The Cymry
viewed the reports not as an encouragement for reform and improvement as suggested
by Parliament; rather, they viewed them as merely another step in the suppression of
their language, culture, and national identity. After all, Anderson articulates the
reliance of nationalism on language, and especially print-language.87 Khleif explains
this further by acknowledging that, “a language, in a very real sense, is the pedigree
of a people; for a Welshman, it unlocks centuries of the Welsh experience, of a unique
way of symbolizing the world and expressing human emotions and social relations.”88
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The Welsh language existed at the heart of the Welsh people; unlike the Irish, they
could not differentiate themselves from the English geographically. Ireland is a
distinct island, Wales an invented boundary on a map. The fight for national identity
thus became inseparably tied to the fight for language.89 Quoting the Welshman
Samuel Roberts, Brooks emphasizes that “the language is the ‘lively flame…of
family devotions’, the upholder of society, and cannot be removed ‘without
completely burying our name and meaning as a nation.’”90 To argue that the Welsh
language was inferior was to argue that the Welsh people themselves were inferior,
and the Cymry of diverse religious and political backgrounds became unified in their
opposition to such cultural aggression.
That the Reports could unify such disparate elements within Wales
demonstrates its lasting impact on Welsh nationalism. Political conservatives and
radicals alike condemned the reports, defending the educational traditions and
progress within their nation. For example, the influential Liberal statesman Lord
Aberdare, “though he had no special sympathy with the Celtic Revival and the
movement for Welsh Nationalism, yet Wales was his home, and he was always at the
service of the people, and took great interest in the movement for extending education
among the working classes.”91 The more radical Henry Richard, who would later
actually defeat Lord Aberdare for his Parliamentary seat in 1868, battled the claims of
the Reports and “showed both by the statistics and by the testimony of judges at
assizes, that the Report of the Commissioners was entirely untrustworthy…that the
interrogations relating to chapels and Sunday Schools were so framed as to show
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unquestionable animus on the part of the Commissioners.”92 Politics might divide the
people of Wales, just as it divides the people of any nation, but to assault the Welsh
language, the very foundation of their culture and nationhood, proved to embolden the
political activism of the Welsh people.
The Education Movement in Wales
As the Reports had critiqued the state of education throughout Wales, the
Welsh people directed much of their attention to strengthening the educational
institutions throughout their nation. Fortunately, Nonconformists had laid the
foundation for these institutions in the early 19th century, promoting egalitarian
opportunities for their people. Sir Hugh Owen, among countless others, advocated for
widespread educational opportunity, and he advanced his efforts by appealing to the
Cymry who “[felt] the necessity of giving education to your children, and you love
liberty of conscience…in order to secure liberty of conscience, you must have schools
which shall not be identified with any particular religious denomination.”93 Welsh
leaders embraced the fact that education empowers and liberates, and they sought to
empower as many of their countrymen and women as possible. Rhys notes that one of
the greatest difficulties facing the Welsh people was a lack of educators properly
trained in the Welsh language, though in 1846 a school for teachers was founded by
Henry Griffiths in which “many Welshmen who have subsequently distinguished
themselves received their education.”94 More institutions would later arise from which
would spring qualified educators. Of course, teachers alone do not make for
education; they required students. Much of the concern in the Reports had involved

92

Ibid., 273.
J. Vyrnwy Morgan, Welsh Political and Educational Leaders of the Victorian Era
(London: James Nisbet & Co., Limited, 1908), 199.
94
John Rhys and David Brynmor-Jones, The Welsh People (New York: The
Macmillan Company, 1900), 486.
93

35

the fact that relatively few students in Wales attended school on a regular basis.
However, the commissioners had ignored the fact that “although the children did not
attend the day schools they were not entirely uneducated. The Sunday schools and
other meetings, catechetical and literary, connected with the various chapels gave
them a not inconsiderable instruction.”95 Education, though certainly not perfected,
mattered to the people of Wales, and they once again demonstrated the pervasive
influence of Nonconformity given that their children received most of their instruction
in those meetings. The “catechetical and literary” sessions in which they learned
helped the youth of Wales connect to the mythic past, thus binding them to the
invented national identity promulgated by Welsh political leaders.
As the 19th century progressed, the number of schools in Wales increased
dramatically. Following the Education Act in 1870, “in proportion to the population
there [were] a greater number of school boards than in any other part of England and
Wales.”96 However, such an expansion of elementary education did not occur without
controversy. Many of these schools were National Schools run by the English, and
they often became battlegrounds over the issue of linguistic nationalism. Though a
fictional account, How Green Was My Valley provides an accurate depiction of what
many Welsh students faced upon attending these schools. In the narrative, young
Morgan meets Mr. Jonas, a teacher who berates and punishes him for speaking Welsh
and declaring that his mining background shows why “there is no wonder that
civilized men look down upon Welshman as savages. I shudder to think of your kind
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growing up.”97 Such an experience was not limited to fictional accounts by writers of
the early 20th century. Even David Lloyd George’s foster father, his “Uncle Lloyd,”
was “partially deaf in one ear, the result of being struck by a schoolmaster for
speaking the forbidden Welsh language in the classroom.”98 Well-meaning
government officials, the majority of whom seem to have genuinely believed that the
decline of Welsh would serve the interests of the Welsh people, nevertheless
contributed to the furor of Welsh nationalism by actively discouraging the use of the
language.
However, the Welsh aided themselves by focusing not only on primary
education. The 19th century saw the founding of Cardiff University, University
College of North Wales (now Bangor University), Trinity University College (now a
part of University of Wales, Trinity Saint David), University College Wales (now
Aberystwyth University), among others.99 With such advancements in university
study, the Welsh ensured that their academics and scholars could thrive within their
own nation. However, the educational revolution for Wales did not remain only
within Wales itself. By 1877, the future Sir John Rhys was made the first professor of
Celtic at the University of Oxford, a major milestone in the respect paid to the studies
of Celtic history and culture. What had begun as a concerted effort on the part of the
Nonconformists to improve their peoples’ religious understanding had evolved into a
powerful force of Welsh nationalism that could no longer be ignored, a means by
which the Welsh fought against the denigration of their culture at the hands of the
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English.100 The people of Wales made every effort to disprove the allegations levelled
against them in the Reports of 1847, and they proved so successful that by the end of
the 19th century, “the public educational system of Wales [was] equal to that
established in any part of the Empire…in a still larger degree its completeness and
success are due to the spontaneous desire for education among the Welsh people
themselves.”101 In many of the schools promoted by the British government,
instructors still pushed for the preeminence of the Welsh language; nevertheless,
Welsh became more widely encouraged as the Cymry organized their own
educational institutions. It is ironic that the Reports, though they did indeed bring
about improvements in education throughout Wales, also spurred on the very
nationalism that they seemed determined to squelch.
Disestablishment and Land Reforms in Wales
The primary target of that nationalism throughout the second half of the 19th
century, however, was the established Church of England. This became the defining
element of the Welsh cultural identity, and the politics of the Welsh people aimed
directly for the removal of state interference in the religious affairs of Wales. The
Anglican Church, in the mind of the Welsh nationalist, served only the interest of the
gentry and the aristocracy, not the needs of the Welsh people themselves. It became
“the church of an exclusive minority which symbolized more clearly than any other
institution the domination of an anglicized squirearchy over Welsh society, rural and
urban.”102 For nationalists, Wales was a Nonconformist land, and the people deserved
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the freedom to practice their religion in a land without an established, state-sponsored
church. It only made it worse that they viewed the church as disregarding or even
hindering their needs. See, for example, the opinions of individuals such as Thomas
Gee, a publisher who used his periodicals to promote the notion that the Welsh people
were inherently Nonconformist and bound to Liberal politics. Echoing the egalitarian
leanings of his fellow nationalists, Gee maintained that “religious liberty [was] not
complete until it [rested] on religious equality.”103 Rather than focus on the promotion
of home rule (which even the majority of Welsh nationalists believed to be too
fanciful to justify the fight), the fight for disestablishment became the fight for Welsh
nationhood, “the ultimate symbol of national equality.”104 The fight against the
Anglican domination of Wales harnessed the political will of the Welsh people they
had forged with Celtic Romanticism and Nonconformity, and it came to define the
nation for the last half of the 19th century.
It must be noted, however, that not all historians view the supremacy of the
fight for disestablishment as a positive force for Welsh nationalism. Brooks maintains
that by the end of the 19th century, “nationalism would wilt and wither away in
Wales” and that Liberal Nonconformity bears the blame for its failure.105 Though
Brooks’ argument relies on the view that nationalism only succeeds if it leads to
complete autonomy, it provides valid arguments as to why the early successes of
Welsh nationalism did not result in many advances other than the eventual
disestablishment of the Anglican Church in Wales and the preservation of the Welsh
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language. The formation of a Welsh national identity founded in a Romanticized past
and a Liberal, Nonconformist present did alienate a Conservative but economically
powerful minority. After all, the Reverend Morgan, a conservative historian of Welsh
history, despaired that “a Welsh Nonconformist who is a Conservative in politics is
considered by his co-religionists a traitor to his sect, and almost a traitor to his
country.”106 Open acts of English aggression such as the Reports would on occasion
unify Welsh people of all political and religious backgrounds, but oftentimes the
invented nature of Welsh nationalism as inherently Celtic and Nonconformist
prevented it from maintaining momentum. Additionally, the democratic nature of
Welsh nationalism gathered widespread support among the working-class, especially
those inclined to radical politics, but it cost the movement support among the landed
and wealthier classes whose positions and influence would have empowered them to
advance the cause of their nation. Nevertheless, the nationalist movement within
Wales did win substantial victories with lasting effects throughout the land.
The Reform Act of 1867, which extended enfranchisement throughout the
working class for the first time in British history, significantly aided this movement.
This further democratization of British politics resonated with the radical elements of
Welsh nationalism who celebrated the developments. The reforms “saw large
increases in the number entitled to vote, whilst the traditional complexion of the
county seats was altered by the enfranchisement of pockets of industrial workers such
as quarrymen.”107 This increase was unprecedented in British history. In Wales alone,
the “electorate rose by about 263 per cent, that of Cardiff and Swansea increased
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more than three times and that of Merthyr a staggering ten times.”108 Leading Welsh
parliamentarians of the 20th century such as Lloyd George viewed these reforms as
integral to “y lecsiwn fawr (the great election),” the catalyst for a thriving Welsh
nationalism that from that point possessed both cultural influence and political teeth
to bring about reforms.109 Suddenly, the dreams of Welsh democracy that actually
represented the people of Wales seemed possible (at least for men). Many leading
Welsh nationalists were elected to Parliament in 1868, including Henry Richard, “a
notable pacifist and Nonconformist who represented [Merthyr] until his death in
1888,” who defeated the more conservative Lord Aberdare.110 According to one
member of Parliament, Richard demonstrated that “Wales at last had sent a member
to Parliament fit in all respects to represent her.”111 Several other dissenting
Nonconformists, and even more Liberal politicians, arrived in Parliament due to the
expanded electorate in Wales, and for the first time Wales possessed the ability to
influence the scope of British politics.
The election of 1868 also demonstrated the continued influence of the
invented nature of Wales’ national identity. The interplay between radical politics and
the perceived Celtic identity of the Welsh people arose prominently in the eisteddfod
once more. Radical politicians seeking election embraced the eisteddfod and the role
of the bardic orders in unifying Wales through an invented past, with men like
Morgan Lloyd insisting that “the word eisteddfod was untranslated and untranslatable
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to any other language. An eisteddfod was essentially a Welsh institution.”112 Welsh
nationalism once more centered around the literary and Romanticized past of the
nation, as well as the fierce ties to a language used to distinguish Wales from
England. Welsh radicals at the eisteddfod also framed their history as one of moral
resistance against oppression expressed both in radical politics and religious
Nonconformity.113 England, with all of its Anglican officials and landed, controlling
interests became the villain in the narrative promulgated in the eisteddfod and
political meetings during the 1868 campaign. The electoral success of radicals such as
Richard demonstrated the preeminence of this invented perception of the history of
the Welsh people.
However, the election of 1868 did not occur without backlash from the landed
gentry and aristocrats in Wales, individuals who saw their stranglehold of power
stripped away. Even those previously sympathetic to Welsh nationalist movements
responded in fear. This fear did arise with justification, as 1868 demonstrated that
“the Welsh-speaking nonconformist majority, could participate directly in political
life” for the first time.114 Rather than respond with consideration for the needs of the
working-class, however, the landed interests instead engaged in vindictive retribution.
At the time, individual votes were known or suspected with ease, and “about two
hundred notices of ejectments were served upon those tenant-farmers who were
known, or suspected, to have voted for the Liberal Members.”115 The Welsh people
were furious, and their elected representatives in Parliament acted accordingly. In
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1872 they passed the Secret Ballot Act to ensure that such political retribution could
not occur again, and “further acts were passed in 1875 and 1883 which required
landowners to compensate evicted farmers.”116 The legislative response to the
retribution of the landowners demonstrated the lasting power of the Welsh workingclass who had fashioned a unifying national identity, a sign that the conservative
elites no longer could dominate the future for all their people.
The election of 1868, and the response of the landowners, would proceed to
embolden and define the national movement of Wales. For the first time, Wales
existed as “a significant element in the wider British scene,” a politically emphatic
force that could no longer be ignored by the English and the landowning classes.117 In
addition to addressing the grievances of those evicted by their landowners, Welsh
MPs following 1868 “began to seek the redress of grievances deemed peculiarly
‘Welsh,’” including education reform and disestablishment.118 So influential was the
Welsh movement for disestablishment that even leading English parliamentarians
spoke on the issue. By 1891, even Prime Minister Gladstone called for a gradual
disestablishment of the church and offered the Welsh Nonconformists “ungrudging
recognition; and I do not think it my duty on this occasion to withhold any portion of
the praise which is their due.”119 Welsh nationalism had gained the attention of even
the English elites, and the enthusiasm surrounding reforms only strengthened the
nationalistic elements within Wales. Younger leaders of the nationalist movement
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such as Tom Ellis looked beyond disestablishment and education reform, going so far
as to call for “social equality by overturning a system under which a small class of
anglicised landlords dominated society…democracy also implied cultural equality by
providing institutions and resources to protect the language, literature antiquities, and
domestic and decorative arts.”120 Once more, the working-class elements of Welsh
nationalism made themselves known, calling for a more egalitarian society in which
power belonged to the people rather than the elites.
Radical Politics and the Rise of Lloyd George
This radical nationalism also gave rise to the first calls for a political party
working exclusively to the needs of the Welsh people. Radicals in Wales turned away
from traditional Liberals and looked instead to “a generation of new leaders, much
younger, more militant, and more intensely nationalist.”121 Politicians such as Ellis
helped found Cymru Fydd (Young Wales) in 1886, emboldened by nationalist
movements throughout Europe and ideologies such as Hegelianism and Fabian
Socialism. They called for “an autonomous, self-governing Wales, with a peasant
proprietary economy, along social democratic lines, free of exploitation.”122 For the
first time since the Middle Ages and the rebellions of Owain Glyndwr, a substantial
movement for Welsh independence existed. Cymru Fydd failed to overtake
Liberalism in Wales, and its calls for such radical redistributions of wealth and power
did antagonize the more moderate elements of Welsh nationalism, but it nevertheless

120

Kenneth Morgan, Revolution to Devolution: Reflections on Welsh Democracy
(Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2014), 33-34.
121
Kenneth Morgan, “Welsh Nationalism: The Historical Background,” Journal of
Contemporary History 6, no. 1 (1971): 158.
122
Don Cregier, Bounder from Wales: Lloyd George’s Career before the First World
War (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1976), 24.
44

demonstrated the potency of the Welsh people and existence of a distinct Welsh
nationhood that insisted on asserting itself in the context of British politics.
One young man inspired by the efforts of Welsh nationalism, as well as the
enthusiasm surrounding Cymru Fydd, was David Lloyd George. In his youth, Lloyd
George embraced a far more radical version of Welsh nationalism than he would
espouse during his time in the higher echelons of British governance. Like many
Welsh nationalists, his nationalism “drew heavily on Welsh history and legend and on
his own extensive reading of romantic fiction.”123 Much of this arose from his rural
upbringing where Romantic readings matched the rugged landscapes of North Wales
and ignited dreams of Celtic warriors and mythic realms. Lloyd George’s successes in
the Welsh nationalist movement, followed by his prominence in British politics
following his opposition to the Boer War and his subsequent guidance of the United
Kingdom through the First World War, led him to be “generally acknowledged in
Wales at the time as ‘the Greatest Welshman of his day,’ if not ever.”124 Given the
controversies surrounding his ascension to power, and his own personal flaws as a
habitual adulterer, public opinion of Lloyd George has generally soured since his
death. Huw Edwards of the BBC even acknowledged that his lasting respect for Lloyd
George would likely anger other historians in the audience of a recent memorial about
the Welsh poet Ellis Evans.125 Nevertheless, Lloyd George left a legacy dependent on
the enthusiasm surrounding Welsh nationalism and his fierce defense of his people
and their culture.
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In addition to his traditionally Liberal support of disestablishment and the
cultivation of the Welsh language, Lloyd George’s rural upbringing led him to fight
for land reform throughout his Parliamentary career, determined to further break the
power of the landed interests in Wales in favor of the common agriculturalists. Lloyd
George demonstrated this in his workings with compatriots, opposing “the wasteful,
dilettantish, country-house-oriented governing class.”126 Inspired by the response to
the eviction of farmers following the 1868 election, which he viewed as the defining
moment in Welsh nationalist politics, Lloyd George ensured that land reform rose to
the top of Welsh priorities alongside disestablishment. This fight became an “axiom”
for Lloyd George, having spent his childhood hearing tenant farmers protest to his
uncle about the unfair treatment they experienced at the hands of their landlords.127
As the 19th century gave way to the 20th, gains made by the Liberals throughout
Britain were slowing, and Lloyd George recognized that “the working man must be
made to understand that the Liberal party was his friend and that the party must erase
the image that Liberal programs proceeded either from a Celtic fringe or from small,
narrow-minded pressure groups.”128 Throughout his career, Lloyd George fought for
the individual farmers and workers he viewed as having been oppressed and exploited
by the large, landed interests for far too long. Thus, he became a leader for the Welsh
nationalist movement still made up primarily of the working class whose democratic
and egalitarian ideals continued to become more radical.
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Though the majority of Lloyd George’s fame (or infamy depending on which
historian is read) arose from his stances on international issues such as the Boer War
and his handling of the First World War, he also secured major legislative victories
directly related to his ideals as a Welsh nationalist. The first of these was his
continued efforts for land reform that resulted in the People’s Budget of 1909. These
efforts arose from his recognition of only, “two classes: the landowners (with their
appurtenances the priests) and everybody else. Social privilege and political power –
and wealth too for that matter – proceeded from a monopoly of land.”129 With the
help of a young Winston Churchill, Lloyd George as Chancellor of the Exchequer
proposed what was termed the People’s Budget in 1909 with the intention to
redistribute wealth and fund new programs that became the basis of the welfare state.
Included in this budget were four taxes on land, including a “20 percent tax on
‘unearned increment’ (increase in land value for which an owner was not responsible)
when land was sold or passed to an heir.”130 Though three of the taxes would later be
repealed after the First World War, their inclusion in the budget demonstrated the
force with which Lloyd George promoted his ideals derived from nationalistic
tendencies. Gilbert emphasizes the radicalness of the taxes, addressing how “the tax
would fall upon the ground-rent owner rather than upon the occupier…the tax would
penalize the withholding from the market of unimproved land and so would bring
down land prices,” and would thus be more accessible to the working-class.131 Lloyd
George’s eloquence as a parliamentarian came into full force when he would declare
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that this budget “[was] a War Budget…for raising money to wage implacable warfare
against poverty and squalidness.”132 As concerned as ever with the needs of his
people, especially the farmers and tenants throughout Wales, Lloyd George used his
political prowess to advance the causes supported by Welsh nationalism.
More influential than even the land reforms as they related to the impulses of
Welsh nationalism were Lloyd George’s continued efforts to secure disestablishment
for his people. Failures regarding disestablishment in 1894 and 1895 had soured
Lloyd George toward the Liberal Party, believing that Wales had been betrayed by
those who claimed to support its goals but ignored the needed legislation. He
proceeded to help lead Cymru Fydd in an effort to centralize Welsh nationalism into a
single, distinct party that could then possess greater sway in Parliament. These efforts
would fail, and eventually Lloyd George returned to the Liberal Party as his attentions
turned towards British matters. Nevertheless, his enthusiasm for disestablishment,
promoted constantly by his fellow Welsh nationalists, never wavered. In 1912, he
pushed for the Welsh Disestablishment Bill with traditional furor, declaring that the
need for disestablishment arose from the fact that the English “robbed the Church.
They robbed the monasteries. They robbed the altars…we are trying…to recover
some of this pillaged property for the poor to whom it was originally given.”133 This
bill “was on the point of becoming law when war broke out, and it finally took effect
in 1920.”134 Finally, decades after the fight for disestablishment began in Wales, the
dream of Welsh Nonconformists and nationalists became reality. The hold of the
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Anglican Church over the Welsh people was shattered under the auspices of Lloyd
George’s leadership, an incredible accomplishment for the Welshman whose career
had largely been birthed in those nationalistic impulses.
However, these parliamentary success occurred over a decade into Lloyd
George’s career; though he earned the respect of his fellow MPs for the quality of his
speeches, he was for quite a while viewed as simply another Liberal MP concerned
only with the issues of the Welsh people. This would change with the outbreak of the
Boer War in South Africa. For Lloyd George, the morality of the war was clear. In his
eyes, “the Boers, whom he associated with the Welsh as God-fearing, freedom-loving
farmers, were being provoked into a needless war by the British government on
behalf of the Rand gold mining syndicates.”135 Though at first Lloyd George
proceeded cautiously in his critique of the conflict for fear of losing power in
Parliament, by 1900 he had transformed into a fiery crusader against the war. He even
went so far as to accuse Chamberlain of “profiteering personally from war contacts
with the army” and drew attention to Emily Hobhouse’s “first-hand verdict on the
atrocities inflicted on Boer women and children in the British concentration camps on
the Veldt.”136 Though during much of the war Lloyd George’s opposition earned him
the ire of most of the British population, he nevertheless continued to prevail in his
electoral efforts, and when the war ended, he exited it as “a celebrity, his name a
household word throughout Britain, his words quoted pro and con by journalists and
preachers, his mannerisms mimicked by music hall comedians.”137 Lloyd George had
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made his mark on British politics, and this Welsh radical remained determined to stay
and influence the course of British governance.
Much of Lloyd George’s success on the national stage can be attributed to the
vibrancy and enthusiasm of his speeches, as well as his political craftiness (the latter
of which marred his reputation following his death). Morgan notes “the influence of
the nonconformist pulpit – the lyrical language (in Welsh quite as much as in
English), the compelling rhythm, the Biblical imagery and the use of homely
metaphor.”138 This Welsh nationalist spoke like a Welsh preacher, using his creativity
to enamor his audiences. He could rally his listeners to a whole range of emotions,
and other preeminent British politicians such as Churchill and Macmillan would
praise his exuberance and skill as an orator. Macmillan was even prone to
romanticizing Lloyd George, speaking of “the wonderful head, the great mane of
white hair…above all, the beautiful hands, an actor’s or an artist’s hands, by the
smallest movement of which he would make you see the picture he was trying to
paint.”139 Like the Methodist and Baptist preachers of the Nonconformist movement,
Lloyd George thrived on the creativity of his childhood, drawing on the vibrancy of
the romantic tales and works of fiction that had so powerfully determined his, as well
as his nation’s, nationalist spirit.
Lloyd George’s campaign against the Boer War also helped strengthen
another myth surrounding the Welsh people – the supposed pacifism that pervaded
their nation. Once more, the preeminence of Nonconformist religion and the literary
traditions invoked by assemblies such as the eisteddfod reveal the power of invention
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in determining a national identity. Scholars such as Goronwy Jones maintained that
“Nonconformist Christianity…[has] helped construct an image of the Welsh as a
Christian people whose antipathy towards war was grounded upon religion and its
own melancholy history of English conquest and domination.”140 In many ways, this
analysis proves true when evaluating the stance of the Nonconformists regarding war,
and “there was also a strong peace movement in Wales, and politicians such as the
pacifist Henry Richard, the ‘Apostle of Peace,’ were held in high esteem by the Welsh
people.”141 Lloyd George’s opposition to the Boer War only promulgated this view of
the Welsh people as an inherently pacifistic race. For a large number of the Welsh
people, this did hold true; they did oppose war. However, the invented nature of this
national conception is undeniable. Remember, only a little over a half-century before
the Boer War, a great number of the Welsh people had engaged in protests, riots, and
violence throughout South Wales. Even in the Boer War, evidence suggests that in
Wales, especially among the wealthier Conservative elements, “opinion generally
rallied in support of British arms in the first instance. Individuals suspected of being
hostile to the war, for example, were sometimes attacked by the mob.”142 Even in the
eisteddfods, though they came to embrace the pacifistic Nonconformity and its heroes
such as Henry Richard and the ancient bards over military leaders, praise still arose
for revolutionaries such as Owain Glyndwr. The public conception of Wales as an
inherently pacifistic nation with a people whose history naturally predisposed them to
oppose violence, therefore, arose as a political tactic on the part of the Liberal
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Nonconformists to unify the people under a national consciousness that would possess
more power politically. Nevertheless, “the actual ambiguous embrace of the pacifist
movement by the Welsh people is less important than the powerful and enduring
image of pacifist commitment that such leaders constructed.”143 Though the Welsh
people were not all pacifists, they were perceived as such, and this perception helped
define their national identity at the turn of the 20th century.
Wales and the First World War
The First World War, however, changed this perception, and it also
fundamentally altered Welsh nationalism as a movement. As he had on so many
occasions, Lloyd George directed the course of his people, this time eventually as
Prime Minister of Great Britain. With the outbreak of World War One, Lloyd George
reached out to his countrymen, even convincing the Nonconformist ministers that war
against Germany was the moral duty of all Britons, including the Welsh. His people
responded passionately enough that Lloyd George celebrated the fact that “the martial
spirit has been slumbering for centuries, but only slumbering…The great warlike
spirit that maintained independence of these mountains for centuries woke up once
more.”144 Lloyd George had clearly not lost his touch for Romanticism and his
fascination with the mythically Celtic past of Wales, and he understood that this
invented narrative would resonate with the Cymry as well.
The narrative did resonate with the Welsh people, in part because of the way
that Lloyd George and his Nonconformist allies framed the war against Germany. To
them, it was a battle to defend the rights of smaller nations, including Wales. When
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Germany invaded Belgium, it declared that small nations possessed no rights to
sovereignty and dignity; Wales, as a land conquered by the English, could relate
easily. Lloyd George, in a speech given to Welshmen at Queen’s Hall in 1914,
defended the value of nations not considered great by the empires of Europe,
declaring with eloquence that resonates with even the most weathered cynic:
The greatest art in the world was the work of little nations; the most
enduring literature of the world came from little nations; the greatest literature
of England came when she was a nation of the size of Belgium fighting a great
Empire. The heroic deeds that thrill humanity through generations were the
deeds of little nations fighting for their freedom. Yes, and the salvation of
mankind came through a little nation. God has chosen little nations as the
vessels by which He carries His choices wines to the lips of humanity, to
rejoice their hearts, to exalt their vision, to stimulate and strengthen their faith;
and if we had stood by when two little nations [Belgium and Serbia] were
being crushed and broken by the brutal hands of barbarism, our shame would
have rung down the everlasting ages.145
Lloyd George’s call for the defense of Belgium appears to have stirred the
hearts of his countrymen. According to Williams, “272,924 men from Wales
(including Monmouthshire) served in the British Army during the Great War,
representing 21.52 per cent of the male population of the country.”146 Such
enthusiasm, though similar in scope to that experienced throughout the rest of the
United Kingdom, represented a marked growth from the Welsh people who had
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largely expressed a military reluctance in recent decades. Hundreds of thousands of
boys and men volunteered to do battle in defense of small nations such as Belgium.
Of course, this widespread support for the war throughout Wales did not mean
that opposition simply disappeared. The pacifistic tradition in Wales, though not as
pervasive as Nonconformist nationalists claimed, did exist and did influence the
Cymry. Among these were “members of the Welsh intelligentsia who founded the
journals Y Wawr at the University College of Wales, Aberystwyth, in 1915 and Y
Deyrnas in 1916.”147 The longer the war lasted, the more initial enthusiasm dwindled.
In Wales alone by 1915, “the Welsh Regiment was finding that recruiting was drying
up.”148 This reality existed even more prominently in the rural areas of Wales where
the people felt even more removed from the fighting in Europe. Due to the decrease in
recruiting and enthusiasm throughout all of Great Britain, Lloyd George and his
coalition government introduced conscription in 1916, a move that, though successful
in increasing recruits, would especially tarnish his legacy in Wales.
However, opposition to the First World War in Wales, or at least hesitance
surrounding the conflict, arose most prominently among Welsh poets, many of whom
had been either conscripted into military service or punished as objectors. Men such
as T. Gwynn Jones, “the greatest Welsh poet of the period,” wrote against the war “on
conscientious and humanitarian grounds.”149 Though Jones was above the age of forty
and thus ineligible for conscription, others were not so fortunate. To avoid combat,
men “such as A. E. Jones (Cynan), Lewis Valentine and David Ellis (who disappeared
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without a trace in Salonika), joined a specially formed Welsh unit of the R.A.M.C and
served as stretcher-bearers.”150 Their writings, whether in English or in Welsh, came
to define their generation’s experience in the war and the eventual Welsh response to
the violence and conflict. Early enthusiasm for the war gave way to grim meditations
on death such as A. E. Jones’ “The Funeral” in which he concludes with “I stood at
night to watch his resting place,/The night of Victory, the night of peace,/Asking so
many questions, but my sad words/Were stolen by the wind, and went unheard.”151
Alongside poetic stalwarts like Wilfred Owen and Siegfried Sassoon (the former was
Welsh, and both served in Welsh battalions during the war), those poets who wrote in
their native tongue helped articulate the grievous experience of the war, and their
literature began to shape the way that the Welsh people remembered the conflict itself
for decades to come.
Ellis Evans and Welsh Narratives of the Great War
Perhaps the most fitting example of the Welsh response to the First World
War, as well as the way that it shaped their national identity, is that of Ellis Evans,
better known by his bardic name Hedd Wyn. Evans spent almost all of his life on his
family’s farm in North Wales raising sheep and writing poetry. He was, by all
accounts, an abysmal shepherd, loving to be out in the fields with the sheep “only
because the solitude gave him ample opportunity to meditate and to write poetry.”152
The Reverend John Dyer Richards, a friend and mentor of Evans’, wrote that he was
“a pure socialist in his creed. But he was not a strict temperance man, he mixed with
his contemporaries over a pint of beer. A friendly, kind hearted, humble lad,

150

Ibid., xviii.
Ibid., 215.
152
Alan Llwyd, The Story of Hedd Wyn (Llandybie: Cyhoeddiadau Barddas, 2015),
23.
151

55

extremely popular with everyone in the village of Trawsfynydd.”153 In short, Evans
represented the idealized Welshman during the late 19th and early 20th centuries, a
farmer bound to the land and simple work. Still, for all intents and purposes, Evans
was no one of particular importance; what did set him apart from his contemporaries
in Trawsfynydd was his propensity for poetry. With little formal education, Evans
took it upon himself to learn the traditional meters of Welsh poetry, and he “won his
first poetry competition for composing an englyn (a 4-line traditional Welsh verse in
strict metre) to the peat stack (“Y Das Fawn”) at the age of 12, at the Ebenezer Chapel
literary meeting.154 Thus began a poetic career that would last nearly two decades
until Evans’ death at 30 and would include victories at four local eisteddfods and a
posthumous win at the National Eisteddfod of Wales in 1917.
Very little of Evans’ poetry has been translated into English, but two poems
written before he was conscripted into the army, “War” and “The Black Spot,” are
more well-known (though only by comparison to his more obscure pieces). Part of the
reason that Evans came to embody the horrors of the First World War in Wales can be
attributed to the nature of these poems. “War” opens with a despairing cry that “Woe
that I live at this fell time,” a time in which “in the rain boys’ blood is made/To flow;
their screaming fills the air.”155 Likewise, “The Black Spot” laments that all men can
claim is “the dear old earth, all gone to rack/Amidst the glory Divine,” a
condemnation of the destruction wrought by man’s violence and blind hatred.156
These two poems reveal what was likely a deep-seated pacifism, and at the very least
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a hesitance regarding the First World War. Llwyd, the preeminent scholar on Evans,
maintains that Evans was an ardent pacifist who opposed all violence, while other
Welsh historians argue that he possessed no truly pacifistic beliefs but simply
opposed the First World War. Whatever the case, the public conception that his
community fashioned after his death has portrayed him as an ardent pacifist violently
struck down by the horrors of war.
Regardless of his beliefs concerning the war, Evans certainly did not intend to
enlist at its outbreak. Fortunately for him, conscription did not take place until 1916,
and even then, men on farms could often earn exemptions by demonstrating that they
were contributing to the war effort through the growing of crops and raising of
animals. As pathetic of a shepherd as Evans was, his contribution was meaningful. By
the end of 1916, however, a terrible choice lay before him. Llwyd notes that “Before
the end of the year 1916, on November 24, Bob, Hedd Wyn’s brother, would be
eighteen years of age.”157 Recruiting tribunals would not allow for two able-bodied
men to avoid service by working on a small farm, so either Ellis or Bob would have to
fight. As terrible as it was, the choice seemed obvious to the elder brother. In January
of 1917 he volunteered in Blaenau Ffesteiniog near his home, and before long he was
moved to Litherland Camp outside of Liverpool for training.
Throughout his training, Evans struggled to write and edit his poem “Yr
Arwr” that he intended to submit to the National Eisteddfod in Birkenhead that year.
An opportunity presented itself when the government offered leave to those men who
had experience as farmers to return home in the spring for several weeks to plough the
fields. There is some dispute as to how long Evans spent at home during his furlough,
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but most scholars believe it to have been about seven weeks. Interestingly, there is
also a story that Evans was arrested for overstaying his furlough before being sent to
France, but Alan Llwyd disputes this as fantastical and unlikely.158 Whatever the truth
of the matter, it is certain that Evans returned to Litherland in early June before being
dispatched to France and then to Belgium to join the war. “Yr Arwr” transformed into
a tale of a young man forced to leave his love and sent by the gods to spread messages
of peace and justice throughout the world. The man returns from his travels aged and
broken, and his lover does not recognize him. He is then slain, but returns to her once
more, this time healed and whole, to transport her to a new realm where his peace is
complete and death has no more power. Evans, in the national vein of his countrymen,
synthesized his Christianity with the Romanticized past of the land, crafting an ode
more akin to the Romantic works of Shelley or Keats than the modernist writings of
his own time.
During the brief time he spent in France and Belgium, Evans completed his
ode “Yr Arwr” and sought to acclimate himself to life on the Western Front of the
war. Though he is recorded as having often grown despondent as his battalion moved
eastward, his poetic sensibilities never appear to have wavered. In a letter he wrote
home on the 25th of June, Evans paints a picture of life in France:
I saw some rosebushes, and the lips of every rose so bright and
crimson that it seemed as though a myriad kisses slept in them; and because
the weather here is so fine, the sunset is a beautiful spectacle, with the sun on
the far side of the battalions of trees setting as beautiful as an angel of
fire…the most beautiful thing I have seen since coming here is an old shellcase that had been adapted to grow flowers: a small green plant hid the upper
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half of the old shell, and nine or ten small flowers could be seen between the
leaves. And doesn’t that prove that beauty is stronger than war, and that
loveliness will survive the madness?159
Just over a month later, Ellis Evans was killed in battle. On the morning of
July 31, 1917, the Battle of Passchendaele began, and the 15th Battalion of the Welsh
Royal Fusiliers fought at Pilckem Ridge. Around midday, Evans was struck with a
nose-cap shell and died soon afterward, one of nearly four thousand British men to die
that day. Llwyd describes the scene of what would have been Evans’ final hours as a
campaign “doomed from the outset to be a messy, bloody and almost impossible
campaign. The terrain was a pock-marked quagmire, full of deep, waterlogged shellholes.”160 It was amidst this chaos in a war that he always hoped to avoid, so many
miles away from his home in Trawsfynydd, that Ellis Evans died at the age of thirty.
About six weeks later, the National Eisteddfod of Wales took place in
Birkenhead Park, Liverpool. An abbreviated occasion due to the war, it lasted three
days instead of the traditional seven. Lloyd George, by then Prime Minister, attended
the eisteddfod as he had for many years. On the final day, it came time to perform the
Chairing of the Bard ceremony in which the poet who had submitted the most creative
and skilled awdl (ode) would be robed, praised, and awarded the chair itself. The
Archdruid, the Reverend Evan Rees, announced the victor’s creativity and originality.
Twice he called for the poet who had submitted under the pseudonym “Fleur-de-Lys,”
and twice no one answered. When on the third time no one answered the call of
victory, the Archdruid announced that the winner was Hedd Wyn and that Hedd Wyn
had died in Europe only weeks before. Evans’ mentor, Silyn Roberts, attended the
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eisteddfod and later depicted the scene that followed, stating that “The wave of
emotion that swept over the vast throng is undescribable and can never be forgotten.
The bards enfolded the chair in a great black shroud.”161 By all accounts, Lloyd
George himself, whose push for conscription had led to Evans’ participation in the
war and his subsequent death, sat there in the assembly also overcome with emotion.
Because of the sheet that the druids draped over the bardic chair, the event became
known as the Eisteddfod of the Black Chair.
The tragedy of Ellis Evans’ story transformed him into a national icon for
Wales, and the Black Chair that he posthumously won in 1917 “epitomises the waste,
the futility and the horror of war. It has become a national icon, and has always been a
symbol. Hedd Wyn himself represents all the young men of Wales, and ultimately of
Europe, who were slaughtered in vain in the killing fields of the Great War.”162 Lloyd
George, though a more influential Welsh statesmen than any other in the history of
that land (and only exceeded later by Aneurin Bevan), exited the First World War
with a legacy tarnished by conscription and accusations of personal ambition and
subterfuge. The Welsh people instead turned to poets such as Evans for symbols of
their national identity and heritage, martyrs in the long line of the Welsh poetic
tradition. The First World War and Lloyd George’s ascendancy to Prime Minister had
also ended the chapter of Welsh nationalism that began in the late 18th century and
dominated the course of 19th century Welsh politics. Wales had suffered, but so had
England and Scotland. They remained unified in their commitment to restore Great
Britain as a collective entity where the different nations could exist with some degree
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of harmony. Independence, never the most ardent ambition of the Welsh nationalists
anyway, faded into even further obscurity. Lloyd George, by becoming Prime
Minister and succeeding in many of his political reforms for Wales, had also
demonstrated the possibility that Welsh statesmen could work within the existing
British framework to improve the lives of the Welsh people. The Welsh, united
through conflict with the Scottish and English, turned instead towards a British
identity and efforts to reform all of Great Britain in a fairer and more equitable
fashion. Though nationalism persisted within Wales, it lessened in prominence
following the First World War and to this day has not regained the influence that
allowed a Welshman like Lloyd George to become Prime Minister of the United
Kingdom.
Conclusion
Encouraged by antiquarians entranced by Celtic legends and Romanticism,
Welsh nationalism seized upon the imagination and newfound political influence of
the Cymry during the nineteenth century. Though it faced constant struggles such as
the Betrayal of the Blue Books and the economic domination of the English
throughout Britain, Welsh nationalism persisted and endured, gaining power as the
yearning for reform seized the whole of the United Kingdom. The Welsh people
asserted themselves as a distinct and politically influential force, a nation bound
together by mythic traditions more often invented than rediscovered, a language
increasingly defined and codified in publications, and shared inclinations towards
religious nonconformity and radical politics. As the nineteenth century progressed,
the Welsh nation advanced itself through improved educational institutions and
political organizations, leading to the rise of nationalist parties and parliamentarians
such as Lloyd George. Drawing on the oratory styles of the Welsh Nonconformists
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and the bardic orders, Lloyd George ascended through the ranks of Parliament before
eventually becoming the first and only Prime Minister from Wales. As the First
World War forced transformative changes on the whole of Britain, the Welsh people
drew closer to their shared experiences with their English and Scottish neighbors, and
in the early twentieth century, nationalism seemed to fade into the background of
Welsh politics.
Nevertheless, a conception of Welsh distinctiveness, a national identity,
continued to exist and thrive within Wales. The National Eisteddfod continued each
year to celebrate the poetic achievements of the people and harken back to that
invented past of druids and bards and Celtic myths. Nonconformist sects, though
diminished by the secularization of the 20th century, continued to possess influence
throughout Wales. The Liberal Party faded, but Welsh enthusiasm for radical politics
passed on to the newly formed Labour Party, determined to remake society along
democratically socialist lines. Men like Ellis Evans, voices for their nation during the
First World War, continued to be remembered as national icons (and are still
remembered to this day). At the end of “Yr Arwr,” the formerly slain hero in Evans’
ode returns and declares that “A better age is about to dawn/on fire from fame of my
death.”163 The First World War had indeed brought an age for the Welsh people to a
close, an age in which they fashioned for themselves out of myths and legends and
invented traditions a fierce and politically potent nationalism like never before. Now,
with the foundation for Welsh nationhood laid by their forbearers, the Cymry of
Wales could progress forward in the hope that the approaching would indeed prove
better and brighter than all those that had come before.
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